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INTRODUCTION
As the information landscape becomes more complex
than ever, and as graduating students compete in an intense and
competitive job market, the need to equip students with the
skills to make them successful is more important than ever. The
2014 Job Outlook published by the National Association of
Colleges and Employers (NACE) reports that, “one of the keys
to finding the right job at graduation is to have experience in
[the graduate’s] field” and “three out of four employers said that
they prefer to hire new graduates who have some relevant work
experience” (NACE, 2014, p. 6). Many universities are making
it a priority to provide students with opportunities to build skills
that are relevant in current professional environments, primarily
through work-based learning experiences (Felce & Purnell,
2012).
Teaching transferable skills necessary for success in
the workplace is extremely important; however, the impact can
be lost on students if they view a disconnect between the
curriculum and their life experience. Applied learning,
sometimes referred to as experiential learning, is “an
understanding and a disposition that a student builds across the
curriculum and co-curriculum, from making simple
connections among ideas and experiences to synthesizing and
transferring learning to new, complex situations within and
beyond the campus” (AAC&U, 2015).

APPLIED LEARNING & INFORMATION LITERACY
Applied learning projects provide an excellent
opportunity for outreach to academic departments. Lawson
(2007) notes: “when both the students and the faculty confront
the same problem, a problem realistically posed by the outside
world, they become members of the same team, and coaching
regarding problem solving can be more effectively
accomplished” (p. 28). While Lawson is referring primarily to

student/faculty collaborations, this author argues that librarians
are a natural third party in this equation. One of the benefits of
applied learning is the connections that are made both in and
out of the classroom, a similar characteristic of many
information literacy concepts, including ethical use of
information, synthesis of sources, and selection of appropriate
sources.
Since projects are most often connected to program
curriculum, many of the skills taught in applied learning
scenarios are discipline-based. However, project requirements
also extend beyond disciplinary skills to include transferable
skills, such as critical thinking, problem solving, and source
analysis, aspects of which are readily tied to information
literacy. It can be argued that librarians should take an active
role in collaborating with classroom faculty to assess these
skills as part of the applied learning experience. This not only
reinforces the adoption of these skills, but also further
demonstrates their transferability and applicability well beyond
the classroom. Students that have engaged in applied learning
projects have indicated that obtaining instruction on topics such
as time management, research skills, and flexibility in office
environments would prove beneficial prior to participating in
such a project (Gilbert, 2010; Long & Meglich, 2013). In
particular, for students producing products that require
information gathering and use of the library’s research tools,
having access to a librarian is key to their success.
Providing instruction on identifying and accessing
relevant research resources is as equally important as
instruction on more theoretical information literacy concepts
such as the nature of scholarly communication in a certain field.
In many cases, applied learning projects may require students
to seek out non-traditional methods of information, such as data
sets, demographic information, or specialized reports. As
Lawson (2007) states, “materials closely tied to the [applied
learning] experience may very well not exist. Materials from
other academic disciplines, practitioners’ materials, and general
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public domain materials from libraries and the Web may be
helpful” (p. 27). Librarians can use these instances to encourage
students to be independent and critical thinkers, skills valued in
both their professional and academic lives. It also promotes
discovery beyond the “norm” of traditional research materials,
and proves to be “a valuable lesson in the importance of
information literacy, as part of the responsibility for materials
selection and development must be borne by them” (Lawson,
2007, p. 27).
Part of the struggle in identifying and assessing
applied learning skills is aligning them to institutional and
national standards. In an attempt to alleviate this struggle, the
American Association of College & Universities (AAC&U)
developed a set of rubrics designed, in part, to provide a
nationally recognized tool to authentically assess student
learning. AAC&U representatives developed the VALUE
(Valid Assessment of Learning in Undergraduate Education)
rubrics with faculty members and assessment experts from
institutions across the United States (“Assessment”, 2015). The
16 rubrics are designed to be adapted to institutional assessment
plans, articulating “fundamental criteria for each learning
outcome, with performance descriptors demonstrating
progressively more sophisticated levels of attainment” and seek
to provide “a methodology for ensuring a high level of
reliability and validity of the results” (“Assessment”, 2015).
AAC&U developed VALUE rubrics for applied learning and
information literacy, both of which provided a model for the
author as she embarked on the assessment project discussed
below.

CASE STUDY
Wichita State University (WSU) is a large, four–year,
primarily nonresidential university and a member of the
Coalition of Urban Serving Universities. The university has a
student population of just over 15,000 in a metro area with more
than 650,000 residents. Due to its urban location, WSU has
traditionally had a strong connection with the local community,
through service and co-op projects, collaborative events and
programming, and the large number of alumni that stay in the
area.
In 2012, the university began a campus wide Strategic
Planning Initiative instituted by President Dr. John Bardo. As
part of this process, a new vision statement was adopted,
emphasizing the university's commitment to applied learning:
“Wichita State University is internationally recognized as the
model for applied learning and translational research” (Wichita
State University, 2013). The official Strategic Plan, which was
adopted in 2013, goes on to note that WSU aims to be the model
“for requiring students to apply their skill sets in practical or
real-world contexts [...] it requires that everyone at the
university engage in or support applied learning” (Wichita State
University, 2013). While the connection to the library is not
explicit, the document certainly implies that all campus units
participate in fostering a culture of experiential learning.
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Even before the focus on applied learning appeared in
the university’s strategic plan, several departments at WSU
have focused on providing real-life, experiential learning
opportunities for their students. In particular, the Frank W.
Barton School of Business and the Elliott School of
Communication offer multiple courses involving a project that
requires students to work with businesses in the local
community. The mission statement for the Elliott School, for
example, is tied directly to the university’s mission statement,
and promotes offering “programs of teaching, research and
service that are responsive to the needs of the metropolitan
community that the University serves” (Elliott School, 2012).
The author, who, in her previous position at Wichita State
University, served as liaison librarian for both Communication
and Business, worked with two classes in particular that involve
an applied learning component, COMM 430 and MKT 607.
Course Instruction
COMM 430: Communication Research & Inquiry is an
undergraduate general education further studies course, one of
three upper-level core Communication courses that majors can
choose from. The course description states that COMM 430:
Introduces the process of research and inquiry across
the discipline of communication. Helps students in
communication become more intelligent consumers of
research and investigative inquiry and to become more
adept at designing their own research projects.
Includes information gathering, structuring inquiry
with qualitative and quantitative research designs and
processing and reporting information.
In this course, students work in groups to conduct
primary and secondary research for one of two clients, usually
representing a local nonprofit organization. The research is
focused on topics related to recruiting and retaining volunteers,
marketing, and increasing donor funding. Students conduct
research over the course of a semester, and present their
findings to the client. Over the last several years, clients have
ranged from the Boys and Girls Club to nonprofits that work
with families dealing with traumatic events or domestic
violence to mentoring organizations including the YWCA.
MKT 607: Promotion Management is an upper-level
elective for marketing majors. The course description states that
MKT 607 provides:
An analysis of all issues involved with the promotion
of an organization and its products or services.
Students develop coordinated marketing strategies in
the areas of advertising, personal sales, public
relations and special promotional activities such as
direct marketing, interactive media and sales
promotions.
As with COMM 430, students in MKT 607 also work
in groups to create a marketing plan for a client. This
comprehensive plan includes compiling data from industry
reports, financial statements, and market research in order to
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justify recommendations for online and print marketing
materials, among other things. Each group presents their
campaign to the client. The past several clients have been from
on campus, including housing, the recreational center, and the
library, but they have also been organizations from the
community as well.
Each semester, the author provided in-class instruction
for each course, outlining strategies for the secondary research
portion of their projects. This instruction typically occurred
within the first month of the course. Learning outcomes focused
on synthesizing secondary data with original thought and
experimentation, selecting efficient and effective approaches
for completing the secondary research phase, and analyzing the
data found for its appropriateness to the marketing plan and the
clients’ needs. At the end of the semester, students compile their
research into a report, which is presented to the client as well as
used by the faculty member to assign grades. Each group of
students also presents the results of their reports in a
presentation to the client(s), typically during finals week. These
presentations mimic the type of succinct reporting that is often
required in workplace environments.
Assessment of Student Learning
After several semesters of working with these classes,
the author realized there was a valuable opportunity in utilizing
student projects to assess learning in connection with the library
instruction component. Rather than reviewing every student
report, which could prove to be time-consuming, the author
approached the faculty members about attending the
presentations to the client at the end of the semester. Attending
student presentations provides several benefits: the librarian can
assess the retention and application of information literacy
skills taught in the library instruction session, the librarian can
assess how well students are able to synthesize information, and
the time devoted to assessment is more abbreviated, since the
presentations often take place in one class period. To facilitate
the assessment of the presentations, the author created a rubric
based on the AAC&U VALUE rubrics for Critical Thinking,
Information Literacy and Integrative and Applied Learning
(Appendix A). Since the library instruction component focused
solely on the secondary research section of the group projects,
the rubric criteria and descriptors were chosen to assess mastery
the following areas: selection of a variety of sources; synthesis
of information to create new knowledge; citing of sources;
using information ethically and legally; and applied learning,
or, transferring abilities and skills. While the rubric borrowed
from the VALUE rubrics listed above, the last criteria in
particular was pulled from the Applied Learning rubric and is
used to assess how well the students are able to take the research
and data gathering skills they learn in class and apply them to
meet the needs of the client. The author filled out the rubric
during observation of student presentations, with the intent of
sharing the results with the faculty member.

DISCUSSION

As with any faculty member that teaches the same
course on a regular basis, librarians are constantly updating and
revising their instruction. Over the course of several years, the
author was able to update the library instruction component of
these courses based on the results of the rubric assessment. For
example, the topic of citing sources in presentations was a
heavy focus in MKT 607, since there had been instances of
unintentional plagiarism in the past. The author did not spend
as much time on this in the COMM 430 instruction, until, after
assessing the group presentations, she realized that almost no
students cited their secondary research sources in their
presentations. This provides an excellent opportunity to teach
students about the importance of providing attribution of
sources when preparing marketing plans for a client: not only is
it important from an ethical standpoint, but it allows the client
to follow up and find out more information by following the
citation. This latter justification resonates with students, and
helps them see how information is shared beyond the scope of
academia.
Not every course, however, has an applied learning
component. The author has noticed, albeit anecdotally, that in
classes with similar projects working off a case-study or
scenario-based model rather than with real clients, student
engagement in the library instruction sessions is also high. This
may be a result of the higher stakes of the concepts taught since
students will need to use these skills for completing their
projects and, in some cases, portfolios. Likewise, because many
of these students are upperclassmen and near graduation, they
may see more relevance to their future professional positions.
More substantial research on this is needed and may have
implications for mapping information literacy concepts to the
curriculum of applied learning projects.
Identifying applied learning initiatives on campus can
be accomplished in several ways. Often, pre-professional or
professional programs such as Education, Nursing, Medicine,
and Business tend to have a heavy focus on applied and
experiential learning (Gilbert, 2010; Long & Meglich, 2013).
Looking through departmental webpages or course catalogs are
good ways for liaison librarians to identify particular courses
that are designed to provide students with opportunities to work
with real clients, both in the classroom and out. A university’s
center for teaching, office of student life, and/or career services
offices might also be aware of applied learning initiatives on
campus that extend beyond academic programs. These cocurricular projects can provide unique opportunities for
librarians to teach critical thinking and efficiency in gathering
information outside of the traditional boundaries of classroom
instruction.

CONCLUSION
According to Long and Meglich (2013), “if one of the
goals of higher education is to prepare our students for a future
career, then building skills that are relevant to the current work
environment should be a priority” (p. 10). Not only do applied
learning experiences provide students with the necessary skills
to compete in a tough job market, but they reinforce information
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literacy skills that students have been introduced to over the
course of their academic careers. By collaborating with faculty
members in the teaching and assessment of applied learning
skills in the classroom, librarians can ensure students are
gaining the skills in information retrieval, critical thinking, and
analysis that are required in the 21st century workplace.
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APPENDIX A
Applied Learning Rubric for COMM 430 Library Instruction
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